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Song of Songs and Work
Introduction to Song of Songs
The Song of Songs, also known as the Song of Solomon, is love poetry. Yet it is also a profound
depiction of the meaning, value and beauty of work. The Song sings of lovers who court, then marry,
and then work together in an ideal picture of life, family and work. We will explore themes of hardship,
beauty, diligence, pleasure, passion, family and joy as they are depicted in the wide variety of work
seen in the Song of Songs.
In the ancient world all poetry was sung, and the Song is, in fact, the lyrics to a song collection. It was
performed by singers consisting of a male lead, a female lead and a chorus. Song of Songs should
probably be thought of as a concert piece created for an aristocratic audience in Solomon’s court. It
has strong analogies to the love music of ancient Egypt, which was also meant for such audiences and
which was composed in the centuries just prior to the age of Solomon.[1] The lyrics of Egyptian poetry,
although in many ways very similar to Song of Songs, are rather light-hearted and often focus on the
ecstasy and afflictions of young lovers. The lyrics of Song of Songs, however, are not flippant or casual
but profound and theological, and they provoke serious thought, including thought about work.
There are numerous interpretations of Song of Songs[2], but we will approach it as a collection of
songs that center on the love of a man and a woman. This is the plain sense of the text. It is the most
fruitful way to explore meanings that actually arise from the text instead of being imposed upon it. The
love poetry celebrates the beauty of a wedding and the joy of love between man and woman.

Hardship and the Beauty of Work (Song of Songs 1:1-8)
The Song begins with the woman speaking of her love for her man and, in the course of this, she speaks
of how her skin has been darkened because her brothers made her work the family vineyard (Song 1:6).
Work arises only six verses into this song about love. In the ancient world, people tended to look down
on dark skin not for racial reasons but for economic reasons: dark skin meant that you were in the
peasant class and had to work in the sun. Fair skin meant that you were in the aristocracy, and
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therefore pale skin (not a tan!) was especially prized as a mark of beauty in women. But here, the
woman’s hard work has not really diminished her beauty (Song 1:5; “Dark am I, yet lovely,” NIV[3]).
Furthermore, her job has prepared her for the future, when she will tend her own vineyard (Song 8:12).
A woman who works with her hands may not be an aristocrat, but she is beautiful and worthy of praise.
The loveliness of work, and working people, is often obscured by competing notions of beauty. The
Greek world, whose influence is still deeply present in contemporary culture, regarded work as the
enemy of beauty. But the biblical perspective is that work has an intrinsic beauty. Solomon builds
himself a palanquin (a seat carried on poles) and the Song extols the beauty of the workmanship. It is
literally a labor of love (Song 3:10). He puts its beauty to use in the service of love — transporting his
beloved to their wedding (Song 3:11) — yet the work was already beautiful in its own right. Work is not
only a means to an end — transportation, harvest or paycheck — but a source of aesthetic creativity.
And believers are encouraged to see and praise the beauty in others’ — including spouses’ — work.

DILIGENCE (SONG OF SONGS 1:7-8)
The woman seeks her beloved, whom she regards as the finest of men. Her friends tell her that the
obvious place to find him is at his work, where he is tending the sheep. Yet his work is arranged in a
way that makes interaction with his beloved possible. There is no notion that work time belongs to the
employer, while time off belongs to the family. Perhaps the reality of modern work makes family
interaction at work impossible in many cases. Truckers shouldn’t text their families while driving, and
lawyers shouldn’t receive a visit from their spouses during closing arguments. But perhaps it is not
entirely a bad thing that the separation of work and family that arose with the factory system in the
19th century is beginning to fade in many industries.

When Work is a Pleasure (Song of Songs 1:9-2:17)
In 1:9-2:7, the man and woman sing of their devotion to each other. He speaks of how beautiful she is,
and she proclaims how happy she is in love. Then, in Song 2:8–17, they sing of the glories of the arrival
of springtime, and he invites her to come away with him. This is in the context of the agricultural
economy of ancient Israel, and a trip into the countryside in springtime is not just a picnic. It involves
work. Specifically, pruning has to be done to ensure a good harvest (Song 2:12–13; “the time of singing”
can also be translated “the time of pruning,” as in the NASB). In addition, Song 2:15 says that foxes,
animals that love to eat young grapes, have to be kept from the vineyards lest they spoil the harvest.
But the man and woman have light hearts. They turn this task into a game, chasing away the “little
foxes.” Their work is so amenable to games of love that it leads to the double entendre, “our vineyards
are in blossom.” This glorious picture of agricultural life in springtime hearkens back to the Garden of
Eden, where tending the plants was meant to be a pleasure. Genesis 3:17–19 tells us that, because of
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sin, such labor has become drudgery. But this is not the original or proper meaning of work. This
episode in the Song is a glimpse of how God desires life to be for us, almost as if sin had never
happened. It is as if Isaiah 65:21 were already fulfilled: “They shall build houses and inhabit them; they
shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit.” The kingdom of God brings not the elimination of work, but
the restoration of joy and delightful relationships in work. See Theology of Work Project article,

Revelation and Work at www.theologyofwork.org for more on work in the ultimate kingdom of
God.

Passion, Family and Work (Song of Songs 3:1-8:5)
In a series of songs, the text describes the marriage of the man and woman and their coming together.
The woman yearns for the man (Song 3:1–5) and then she comes to him on a lovely palanquin
(Song 3:6-11).[4] The man, wearing a crown, receives her (Song 3:11). In an Israelite wedding, a bride
arrived in a sedan surrounded by attendants (Song 3:7) and she was received by her groom, who wore
a crown. Song 3:11 confirms that this text celebrates “the day of his wedding.”[5]
The man then sings of his love for his bride (Song 4:1–15) and their wedding night is described in vivid
images and metaphors (Song 4:16–5:8). The woman then sings of her love for her beloved (Song
5:9–6:3) and another song on the woman’s beauty follows (Song 6:4–9). The couple then sings of their
love for each other (Song 6:10–8:4). The text is frankly sexual, and Christian preachers and writers
have tended to avoid the Song or to allegorize it out of concern that it is too racy for polite religious
society.
But the sex in the text is intentional. A song about the passion between two lovers on their wedding day
would be missing something if it failed to mention sex! And the sex is intimately connected to both the
household and the work in the Song. Upon their marriage, the lovers create a household, the primary
unit of economic activity in the ancient world. Without sex, it could not be populated with workers (i.e.
children). Moreover, passion (including sex) between spouses is a glue holding the household together
through the prosperity, adversity, joy and stress that characterize a family’s life and work. Today, many
couples report dissatisfaction with the amount of time they have for sex and lovemaking. A major
culprit is that one or both partners are too busy working.[6] The Song makes it clear that you should
not let work push aside time for intimacy and sex with your spouse.
Throughout these verses, we see imagery drawn from landscape of Israel and its agriculture and
shepherding. The woman’s body is a “garden” (Song 5:1). The man’s “cheeks are like beds of spices”
(Song 5:13). Enjoying his bride, he is like a man gathering lilies in a garden (Song 6:2). She is awesome
like Jerusalem (Song 6:4). Her “hair is like a flock of goats moving down the slopes of Gilead” (Song
6:5). Her teeth are like a flock of ewes (Song 6:6). Her stature is like that of a palm tree (Song 7:7).
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They desire to go to the “vineyards” (Song 7:12). She rouses her beloved “under the apple tree” (Song
8:5). The joy of their love is intimately connected to the world of their work. They express their
happiness with images drawn from what they see in their gardens and flocks.

New Year, New Brew

True Vine is a micro brewing company
in Tyler, Texas that prioritizes faith,
family, and community. Read more
about their dreams and work here.

This suggests that family and work belong together. In the Song, the whole of life is integrated. Before
the industrial revolution, most people worked with family members in the households where they lived.
This is still true in much of the world. The Song paints an idyllic view of this arrangement. The reality
of household-based labor has been marred by poverty, grinding toil, humiliation, bonded service and
slavery, and abusive relationships. Yet the Song expresses our desire — and God’s design — that our
work be woven into the tapestry of our relationships, beginning with family.
In developed economies, most paid work occurs outside the household. The Song of Songs does not
offer specific means for integrating work with family and other relationships in today’s societies. It
should not be taken as a call for us all to move to farms and chase away the little foxes! But it does
suggest that modern workplaces should not ignore their workers’ family lives and needs. Many
workplaces provide day care for workers’ children, career development that respects parenting needs,
time away for family care needs, and — in countries with private health care — medical insurance for
workers’ families. Yet these considerations are not available in all workplaces, and some have been cut
by employers. Most modern workplaces fall far short of the model of family care we see in the Song.
The recent trend towards shifting work from offices to homes may or may not improve matters,
depending on how costs, revenues, support services and risks are distributed.
The Song could be an invitation to creativity as the 21st century workplace takes shape. Families might
start businesses in which family members can work together. Companies might employ spouses
together or help one spouse to find work when relocating the other. Recent decades have seen much
innovation and research in this area, both in secular and Christian — especially Catholic — circles.[7]

What is the difference between work and a job? (Click to listen)
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The Song should also increase our appreciation of unpaid work. In pre-industrial households, there is
little distinction between paid and unpaid work, since work occurs in an integrated unit. In industrial
and post-industrial societies, much — but by no means all — of the work occurs outside the household,
earning wages to support the household. The unpaid work that remains to be done within the
household often gets less respect than the paid work done outside. Money, rather than overall
contribution to the household, becomes the measure of work’s worth, and sometimes even of
individuals’ worth. Yet households could not function without the often unpaid work of maintaining the
household, raising children, caring for aged and incapacitated family members, and sustaining social
and community relationships. The Song depicts the value of work in terms of its overall benefit to the
household, not its monetary contribution.
The Song may pose a challenge to many churches and those who guide Christians, for it is uncommon
for Christians to receive much help in arranging their work lives. Not enough churches are able to
equip their members for making godly, wise, realistic choices about work in relationship to family and
community. Undoubtedly, church leaders will rarely have the on-the-ground knowledge needed to help
members land jobs or create workplaces that move towards the ideal depicted in the Song. If I want to
know how to better integrate my work as a nurse, for example, with my family relationships, I probably
need to talk more with other nurses than with my pastor. But perhaps churches could do more to help
their members recognize God’s design for work and relationships, express their hopes and struggles,
and join with similar workers to develop viable options.

Joy (Song of Songs 8:6-14)
Love is sacred and a thing to be protected. It cannot be bought (Song 8:7). The woman compares her
love life with her husband to her tending of a vineyard (Song 8:12), asserting that although Solomon
may have a great many vineyards to be tended by his workers (Song 8:11), her joy is in taking care of
her own family. Happiness does not consist in wealth or in having others to do your work for you; it
consists in working for the benefit of those you love. Love therefore does not consist only of expressing
emotions, but also in doing acts of love.

Conclusion to Song of Songs
The Song of Songs gives us an ideal picture of love and family, life and work. Joy in the shared work of
the household is a central feature — almost as though sin had never happened. In the Song, work has a
beauty that is integrated into a wholesome and joyful life. The Song shows us an ideal for which we
should strive. Labor should be an act of love. Marriage and household relationships should support —
and be supported by — work. Work is an essential element of married life, yet it must always serve —
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and never crowd out — the most fundamental element of all: love.

Key Verses and Themes in Song of Songs

Song 1:6
Do not stare at me
because I am dark, because the sun
has gazed on me. My mother’s sons
were angry with me; they made me
keeper of the vineyards; my own
vineyard I have not kept!

Song 1:8
If you do not know, O
fairest among women, follow the
tracks of the flock and pasture your
kids by the shepherds’ tents.

Song 2:12
The time of singing
[pruning] has come…

Song 2:15
Catch us the foxes,
the little foxes, that ruin the
vineyards...

Song 6:2
My beloved has gone
down to his garden, to the beds of
spices, to pasture his flock in the
gardens, and to gather lilies.

Work can be used for control
and can humiliate, but it also
makes a person stronger.

A person of worth will
normally be found to be at his
work.

Work was meant by God to be
a time of celebration.

For those whose hearts are
light, even work can be a game.

The use of agricultural
imagery to describe marriage
shows that the worlds of work
and of family are integrated in
a healthy marriage.
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Love, and the labor that one
puts into one’s family, provide
the joy that wealth and leisure
cannot.

Song 8:7
If one offered for love
all the wealth of one’s house, it would
be utterly scorned.
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